PREFACE

I NEED not dilate here on the characteristics of the
first epoch of Italian Poetry; since the extent of my
translated selections is sufficient to afford a complete
view of it. Its great beauties may often remain un-
approached in the versions here attempted; but, at
the same time, its imperfections are not all to be charged
to the translator. Among these I may refer to its
limited range of subject and continual obscurity, as
well as to its monotony in the use of rhymes or frequent
substitution of assonances. But to compensate for
much that is incomplete and inexperienced, these poems
possess, in their degree, beauties of a kind which can
never again exist in art; and offer, besides, a treasure
of grace and variety in the formation of their metres.
Nothing but a strong impression, first of their poetic
value, and next of the biographical interest of some of
them (chiefly of those in my second division), "would
have inclined me to bestow the time and trouble which
have resulted in this collection.

Much has been said, and in many respects justly,
against the value of metrical translation. But I think
it would be admitted that the tributary art might find
a not illegitimate use in the case of poems which come
dowTn to us in such a form as do these early Italian
ones. Struggling originally with corrupt dialect and
imperfect expression, and hardly kept alive through
centuries of neglect, they have reached that last and
worst state in which the coup-de-grace has almost been
dealt them by clumsy transcription and pedantic super-
structure. At this stage the task of talking much more
about them in any language is hardly to be entered
upon; and a translation (involving: as it does the
necessity of settling many points without discussion)
remains perhaps the most direct form of commentary.